The research discussed in this paper was prompted by the writer's interest in the roles of England's small country ("market") 
Introduction
In the United Kingdom voter turnout is low, anger with politicians high (Guardian/ICM 2013) , inequality likely to grow (Cribb, Joyce and Phillip 2012: 46) and, following devolution of powers in the late 1990s to Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland, Scottish independence is now a possibility.
With terms such as 'localism', 'Big Society', 'double-devolution' and 'neighbourhood planning' relatively familiar, if not wholly understood, and politicians' rhetoric more about the rights of 'communities' than the powers of democratic authorities, now is a good time to explore the place of elected town councils in relation to community development.
The survey questionnaire was sent to town clerks because of the importance of country towns and their councils, both to rural England, and, by definition, to RWP 2000's vision, '… of a living,
The survey
The questionnaire was primarily designed for quick and easy completion via simple 'yes-no' boxticking, although respondents could expand on their answers in text boxes. The programme-related questions asked clerks about their awareness of, and involvement in, each of the RWP 2000 programmes, together with the status of any continuing work.
The remaining questions sought information about: membership of organisations; involvement in central government policies around 'localism' and the 'Big Society'; the nature of any council responsibilities that were previously held by higher tier authorities, or other agencies; their status as Quality Parish Councils (QPC), or interest -or otherwise -in becoming a Quality Parish (NALC 2008) ; and the provision of a foodbank.
The link to the questionnaire was included in an explanatory email sent to town clerks. It was sent to clerks for four reasons: 1) town councils are, unlike essentially volunteer-led partnerships, permanent organisations, and so are easy to locate and contact; 2) as statutory bodies, councils are publically financially accountable, and are able, therefore, to employ staff, and manage accounts and budgets for programmes and projects; 3) the clerks' awareness, and that of their councillors, is a gauge by which the extent to which the programmes are still recognised locally can be measured; 4) clerks are the obvious people to provide information about council activities.
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The questionnaire was sent to the 230 towns involved in the MTI (Powe, Hart & Shaw 2007: 5) , and to 358 others classified as market towns (London Ancestor 2013 , Wikipedia 2013 ) selected on the basis of council status and eligibility for the MTI. These criteria were considered sufficient to provide a degree of confidence that the clerks in these towns in 2000 would have been aware of RWP 2000.
Population was not a particular consideration, because, '… there is no consensus on a population basis for market towns'. (Shepherd 2009: 2) .
As a follow-up to the main survey, non-responders were asked for their reasons for not responding.
The question was asked out of interest, but also in an attempt to persuade clerks to complete the main questionnaire. In total, 249 questionnaires were completed, of which 199 related to the main survey, while 50 clerks completed the follow-up questionnaire, and a further three submitted written comments.
Although the final response rate, 33%, is reasonable, it compares poorly with the 83% achieved from a survey conducted in early 1991 of 1,000 town and village councils (Ellwood, Nutley, Tricker, and Waterson, 1992 p11 ). The present survey, of town council clerks only, took place between May and August, 2013. This was unfortunate, as, unknown to the writer, it coincided with budget preparations.
This fact, coupled with comments by clerks about pressure of work and the amount of information they are now expected to provide ('I get inundated with questionnaires!!!', wrote one), may explain the difference in response rates.
Towns surveyed, populations, responders and non-responders
The 588 towns surveyed varied in population from 529 to 83,641 ( Figure 1) ; the average being 9,557.
The majority, 460, are within the population band of 2,000 to 20,000 most generally recognised for smaller country towns (RERC 2005 : 46, Shepherd 2009 . In 559 cases, the population band extends to approximately 31,000 (Figure 2 ), a higher limit that takes into account the rural employment and service functions of some larger towns (RERC 2005: 38) .
Although 199 completed returns were received, three clerks completed the survey twice, and some of their answers, given in each of the two questionnaires they completed, were contradictory, and so have been excluded from the analysis. Therefore, a total of 193 questionnaires from 196 towns were analysed.
The towns from which responses were received were reasonably evenly distributed geographically (Map 1). Distribution by population and involvement in the MTI is illustrated in Figure 3 . There is no obvious pattern in terms of participation/non-participation in the MTI. The response broadly reflects the number of towns in each band, up to a population of about 30,000. As the MTI was designed with smaller towns in mind, this is to be expected.
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Results
Reasons given for not responding to the main survey
Before discussing the results of the main survey, the answers to the second, 'non-responders', survey are considered. Although not central to the main aims of the research, the reasons given (summarised in Figure 4) are of interest in terms of understanding the day-to-day pressures faced by clerks. Seven clerks stated that the survey was not relevant to their authority. For example, and perhaps because of the prominence of the MTI as the first item in the questionnaire, three clerks emphasised that their parishes were villages, not towns; hence their belief that the survey was irrelevant. This is interesting for two reasons. Firstly, given that the programmes covered by the survey were from the rural white paper, and that villages, the most (stereo) typical rural settlements, had their own RWP programme (VV), the survey was relevant. Secondly, although obviously unbeknown to the clerks, all three of these villages participated in the MTI. These responses indicate both how short 'institutional memories' can be, both in terms of the work that the councils were, presumably, involved in, and, more generally, clerks' knowledge of the white paper's existence. It also suggests that any impacts the programmes might have had on these particular settlements were either minimal, outside the councils' spheres of influence or interest, or simply that the council was not involved, or that the clerk, and possibly councillors, were not in post at the time (or that the clerk did not read the whole of the questionnaire). 
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Similarly, but from a town, rather than a village, a clerk wrote that the survey did not apply, '… to my town council's circumstances as it not considered to be rural, but urban?' (sic) . That this town, a very long-established market town and rural service centre with a population of about 25,000, took part in a regional programme that was closely related to the MTI, is indicative, not only of the lack of knowledge of involvement in RWP 2000 programmes, but also of some confusion about urban-rural definitions, and the town's place in the settlement hierarchy. This example also reveals the potential of multiple programmes, which although relatively well-integrated and understood by the officials administering them, are sufficiently different, short-term, and remote from the day to day priorities of busy town clerks to confuse, and, possibly, frustrate them.
Other reasons given for non-response also hint at the rapidity with which programmes can quickly be lost in the "noise" created by reorganizations, changing priorities, day to day work, and changes in staff and council membership. One response sums this up effectively, and succinctly, 'New clerk, new councillors -lack of knowledge', whilst another made some telling points in an email to the writer: It is reasonable to assume that the majority of clerks face similar time, staff, and financial pressures to those described above. When coupled with annual budgeting and a four-yearly electoral cycle, it is hardly surprising that recognition of the programmes and, indeed, of the white paper, in this everchanging political and policy landscape, is relatively low. The results of the main survey discussed in the next section reflect these realities.
The main survey -findings
The programme-related questions Figure 5 summarises the responses in relation to each of the programme-related questions.
Figure 5: Summary of findings from main survey illustrating involvement in programmes by responses
The data illustrate that, amongst the 193 clerks whose responses were analysed, programme-related recognition, is low. Indeed, with the exceptions of the MTI, OSS and the RTP, the majority of respondents were unaware of the programmes, although, taken overall, the number of clerks aware of the programmes is large relative to the number whose towns were involved in them. The fact that work continues in only a few towns suggests that work has been difficult to sustain, or, to take a more optimistic view, has been completed. Comments made by 76 clerks suggest that both explanations apply.
Views include frustrations with higher tier authorities, such as: 
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Response to the survey Overall, analysis of the data, town by town, illustrates a low response to the survey from programme participants. This is discussed in the next section, taking each programme in turn.
Only 76 of the 233 MTI towns surveyed responded, and only 52 of these knew that their town had been involved in the programme (similarly, of the 27 clerks who said they were unaware of the MTI, five are from MTI towns). Of the 52, nineteen were not recorded as participants by the British government in 2004 (Hansard 2004) . Some of these towns, however, were involved regionally, rather than nationally, and may well have continued their work, or even become involved, after the MTI officially closed in 2005. In fact, towns not formally involved in any of the programmes may, with local support, have followed individual paths. The Healthcheck, the MTI's community audit guidance document, was freely available online, and so could be used by any group, in any settlement, anywhere with internet access; albeit without the human and financial support available to towns that took part in the official programme. involvement. In all, 98 respondents indicated that they knew about OSSs. Of these, seventeen said that they were involved. As an example of the importance of the need for careful analysis of survey data, one respondent recorded that they were aware, that their town was involved, indeed that work continued, and … they were also unaware! Of the nine towns in which work is said to continue, none featured in the Countryside Agency's handbook (CA 2003a (Northants ACRE 2013) .
The RTP was part of the Vital Villages programme (Butcher 2010) . Although one clerk noted that the council used the VV programme to gain access to money for a transport project, the source of the grant, RTP or Parish Transport, was not specified. 
The survey revealed some involvement with affordable housing and related projects. Of the 14 clerks who commented, one referred to a recently completed housing survey, another that some homes had been built, whilst a third noted that, although no land was available, an affordable housing project was '… on going …'. Two others reported that their councils were working with rural community councils, and also, in one case, with the local Borough Council '… to identify suitable sites for small developments'. In the second case the council was '… very actively engaged …' as a consultee in development of a Local Plan. To conclude, when the respondents' answers to each of the questions are added together (Figure 6 ), overall, unawareness exceeds awareness, and the number indicating involvement with the programmes is small. In view of this, the even smaller number indicating that work continues is to be expected. The remaining data gathered from the survey will now be considered. As the National Association of Local Councils (NALC) was set up in 1947 (Stevens 2006: 114-115) specifically to support town and parish councils, relatively high membership is to be expected.
Compared to the other organisations it is effective at retaining members. The low membership numbers for AMT, HTF and ATCM, relative to NALC, and the broadly comparable relationship between their current and lapsed membership numbers, is interesting. Their services, although not council specific, are, to judge from their names, relevant to councils, especially given concerns about the viability of towns as service centres, and the need to maintain the characters and identities of these often historic places.
Although beyond the scope of this paper, the question of how best to provide external support to towns, something which, for example, the MTI attempted to do, is worth investigating. There is evidence of a desire for autonomy, and a willingness to take responsibility for local action. This is clear from the information in Figure 8 , which illustrates clerks' preferences for central government policies designed for local implementation. According to NESTA (2013) the purpose of the PSTN, the creation of central government, is to, '… drive the transformation of local public services …' (writer's emphases), wording which seems to suggest that 'localism', despite the fact that the LGA supports the PSTN (Wintour 2013) , has limits where local determination of needs and priorities is concerned.
One of the five responding clerks referred to participatory budgeting. This differs from community budgeting, which, with local authority budgets being cut , and as hinted at in the previous paragraph, has more than a whiff of 'top down' pressure, whereas participatory budgeting directly involves local people in determining spending priorities. Although the clerk did not elaborate on the effectiveness of the council's scheme, described as a "pilot" (ie a trial), the approach is communityled. Another council asked residents to suggest how to spend a specified sum of money. The suggestions were voted on, again by all residents. According to the clerk involved, this was a, 'Very illuminating, but time consuming experience! Not repeated by members …'.
Other clerks also provided evidence of councils' work-related ambition, enthusiasm and initiative. Further evidence of ambition and pride comes from one council's economic development plan. The council runs an arts centre that was previously the responsibility of the district council. The centre, which houses a theatre and a two screen cinema benefits from the help of 200 volunteers, and attracts 300,000 visitors annually. The council also runs a job club, a youth café, a business awards scheme and a yearly business show, as well as the more usual investments in Christmas lighting, floral displays, and festivals. It is an example of the 'Big Society' in action. Of course, volunteering is not new, and it would be remiss to note this encouraging, impressive example of self-help without emphasizing that volunteers with the necessary time, skills and freedom of choice are more likely to be found in relatively affluent places than in poorer ones. There is still a need, therefore, to help improve the lot of disadvantaged towns; for example, by sharing experiences and expertise, and by providing practical help from professionals, such as youth and community development workers. The last two questions relate to the existence of foodbanks and councils' status and intentions regarding the Quality Parish Council scheme. The topics are not connected, but are discussed together, and briefly, because, in both cases, the data do not allow for detailed analysis.
Foodbanks
None of the towns had a foodbank five, or ten, years ago.
The reasons for this change are beyond the scope of this study, but it is hoped that the information obtained (Figure 9) will add to the debate, and stimulate. Clerks' comments refer to joint working between towns, the existence of more than one foodbank in some towns, the adoption of a foodbank as a mayoral charity, and the close involvement of churches, the Salvation Army, and other local groups in the provision and management of foodbanks. Eighteen clerks explained that their councils had not reapplied. Reasons given include a lack of obvious benefits, additional work, and, in one case the belief that, '… the lack of quality status has not precluded us from doing anything we wanted/needed to do', a sentiment shared by others. At one level, perhaps, this collective loss of memory does not matter. Work similar to, and probably descended from, the programmes continues. What has been lost, however, and what surely must matter, is that the work has become individualised. The sharing of experience and information -ie learning for mutual benefit -that was central to much of the RWP 2000 work, and that was facilitated nationally and regionally by the now abolished Countryside Agency and regional development agencies, no longer takes place.
A lot of public money and volunteer effort was invested in the programmes, but there was little in the way of formal monitoring and evaluation, and so it is difficult to judge overall effectiveness. The failure to ensure that experience was shared, and good practice developed and encouraged for longterm implementation, albeit at a lower level of activity and expenditure, in order to avoid costly duplication and eventual reinvention of wheels, represents poor value for money and a wasted opportunity.
It is disheartening for officials such as town clerks when relatively major work programmes, in which their involvement is heavily encouraged, are introduced, only to cease, all too predictably, within a few years. It is little wonder that some of them look backwards to the pre-1972 structures, and forward to more autonomy. To judge from the examples given of work that councils are doing, it seems likely that are capable of doing more, and would welcome the opportunity to do more, and the necessary freedoms to allow them to do it.
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Although there is some recognition of these authorities' potential to lead and innovate (NALC 2010 , NEF 2005 (Ignatieff 2014) suggests that there is a need to rebuild trust, and to strengthen democracy.
Where better -indeed, where else -to start, than the truly local?
It would be wrong to make too much of the survey discussed in this paper. On the other hand, the information provided by the clerks is real. Their frustrations and pride in achievements are evident, deserve to be noted, and invite further investigation; not least because, as Barnet and Sweeting note Finally, there are some who would find in the results of this survey reasons to oppose future work of the kind introduced by RWP 2000. There are other who would argue that, if reduced, but consistent, support had been continued, with the intention of passing increased responsibility and power to town councils, their involvement and commitment would have been greater, much more would have been achieved, and participatory democracy strengthened. Which of these views is right, we are, given our inability to take a consistent, long-term approach, unlikely to find out. We should, however, try.
